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Abstract Ethnobotanical research in South-Eastern 
Europe is crucial for providing the baseline data 
needed for both implementing community-based man¬ 
agement of the local natural resources and (further) 
developing small-scale markets of local herbal and 
food products. An ethnobotanical study was carried out 
among (Muslim) Albanians and (Christian Orthodox) 
Aromanians living in the Rraice and Mokra areas of 
Eastern Albania. The survey was conducted by inter¬ 
viewing 36 local, elderly individuals from five villages 
regarding the traditional uses of wild food plants, 
medicinal foods, and home-made medical remedies 
devoted to both humans and animals. Thirty-six plant 
taxa were found to comprise the local wild food cuisine 
as well as the cuisine of medicinal foods and cultivated 
plants prepared in unusual ways; 59 plant taxa were 
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used in human folk medicine and 20 plant taxa in local 
ethnoveterinary practices. In total, 221 preparations, 
the large majority plant-based, were recorded. Among 
the findings, the uncommon food uses of potato leaves 
as a vegetable and lacto-fermented potato tubers (until 
the recent past), the widespread use of Chenopodium 
and Rumex spp. as wild vegetables, as well as the leaves 
of Ilex aquifolium as a diuretic remedy, dried wild 
orchid tubers to treat cough and helminthiasis, and 
elderberry flowers to treat wounds, deserve further 
investigation. Approximately half of the plant uses 
reported by Aromanians were not recorded among 
Albanians, thus suggesting divergent ethnobotanical 
pathways, perhaps due to the different religious faiths 
of the two communities, which have prevented inter¬ 
marriage over the last few centuries. 

Keywords Albania • Albanians • Aromanians • 
Ethnobotany • Ethnobiology 


Introduction 

In recent years, the entire Balkans (defined as the 
South-Eastern European region located south of the 
Danube-Sava-Kupa river systems line) has been the 
focus of several ethnobiological studies intended to 
record a specific section of the bio-cultural heritage, 
which is represented by Traditional Ecological/Envi¬ 
ronmental Knowledge (TEK) related to the 
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perceptions and uses of plants (Luczaj et al. 2013; 
Luczaj et al. 2013; Menkovic et al. 2011 ; Mustafa et al. 
2012a, b; Nedelcheva 2013; Nedelcheva and Dogan 
2011; Pieroni et al. 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014a, b; 
Pieroni and Quave 2014; Quave and Pieroni 2014; 
Rexhepi et al. 2013; Savikin et al. 2013; Zlatkovic 
et al. 2014) and animals (Lescureux and Linnell 2010; 
Lescureux et al. 2011a, b). 

In Albania, in particular, given its complex histor¬ 
ical vicissitudes during the past several centuries, the 
fact that the country remained largely isolated for most 
of the twentieth century and that small-scale agro¬ 
pastoral activities still represent the lynch-pin of 
subsistence economies for many people living in 
mountainous and rural areas, TEK-centred studies are 
not only important for understanding local perceptions 
and uses of plants, but also for providing baseline data 
that can be “used” in projects intended to foster truly 
sustainable rural development programs. 

On the other hand, the Balkans has served as the 
primary European “sanctuary” of wild and cultivated 
medicinal and aromatic plants for a few centuries, and 
this is a tradition that continues today (Kathe et al. 
2003; Londono et al. 2008). 

However, the use and management of local plant 
genetic resources need to be culturally sensitive; in 
other words, the “emic” perceptions that local pop¬ 
ulations have towards their natural environment must 
be taken into account in order to successfully imple¬ 
ment bio-conservation initiatives. 

The goal of the present study, therefore, was to 
further document TEK related to plants in the 
mountainous and rural regions of Albania, focusing 
on two areas—the territories of Rrajce and Mokra— 
located in the east of the country, which are largely 
unknown in both the historical-folkloric literature and 
the new, increasing eco-tourist trajectories. 

Moreover, the Mokra area is the home of a small 
community (Llenge/Lunca) belonging to one of the 
endangered linguistic minorities of Europe (Lewis 
2014): the Aromanians, who define themselves in the 
study are as Rrameni (Rramdni), while Albanians 
name them using the term £obane. 

They are a Latin population of (mainly) Orthodox 
Christian faith, which traditionally practiced a trans- 
humant pastoralism in SE Europe and lives now 
scattered throughout the southern Balkans. Their 
ethnogenesis is still disputed; they may represent the 
descendants of ancient Latin speakers or “latinicized” 



autochthonous Balkan populations—Greeks, Illyrians, 
and Trakians, or even of Romanian populations, who 
moved southwards (Burileanu 1912; Dahmen 2005; 
Kahl 1999; Schwandner-Sievers 1999; (Trifon 2013); 
Wace 1914; Weigand 1894; Winnifrith 1987). 

They still speak nowadays a language (Aromanian) 
belonging to the Romanian group; all over Albania there 
are probably still only five scattered tiny villages, which 
are entirely inhabited by Aromanians (Kahl 1999). 

Thus, the objectives of this study were: (a) to 
document the ethnobotanical knowledge related to 
plant-based wild food cuisine, medicinal foods, and 
domestic remedies for humans and animals in the 
Rrajce and Mokra areas, among the elderly population 
of both Albanians and Aromanians; (b) to compare the 
collected data between the two linguistic communi¬ 
ties; and (c) to compare these with the findings of other 
ethnobotanical surveys recently conducted in the 
Western Balkans in order to assess novel and prom¬ 
ising plant uses. 

Methods 

Study areas 

The Rrajce and Mokra areas are located in Eastern 
Albania (Fig. 1). 

The Rrajce area is located close to the town of 
Prrenjas, within the Shebenik-Jabllanice National Park. 
The park, which borders the Republic of Macedonia, 
was established in 2008 and is one of the sanctuaries in 
Europe for the brown bear and the Balkan lynx. 
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The Mokra area in contrast is a mountainous 
territory located to the South of Rrajce and to the 
West of Lake Ohrid in the district of Pogradec, which 
is considered one of the most economically disadvan¬ 
taged areas of the country (INSTAT 2012). 

In particular, the study was conducted in five 
villages, four of them inhabited by Muslim Albanians, 
including Rrajce (662 m a.s.l.) and Skenderbej (976 m 
a.s.l.) which are located in the Rrajce area, and Stranik 
(769 m a.s.l.) and Proptisht (557 m a.s.l.) which are 
located in the Mokra area. The last village, also 
located in the territory of Mokra, was Llenge (in 
Rramani/Aromanian known as Lunca, 968 m a.s.l.), 
which is inhabited by Orthodox Aromanians only. The 
overall permanent estimated population of the five 
villages is approximately 1,500 people, and circa 40 of 
them represent the last remaining Aromanians living 
in Lunca. 

Field study 

The field study was conducted in April 2014; the 
sampling was conducted identifying study partici¬ 
pants from among elderly individuals who retain 
traditional knowledge concerning plants. In-depth 
open and semi-structured interviews were then con¬ 
ducted with 36 selected villagers (26 Albanians and 
10 Aromanians). The participants, including 12 
women and 24 men, were between the ages of 37 
and 95 years, with the majority of the informants 
from both communities above 65 years of age. Study 
participants were asked about traditional uses of 
plants and other domestic remedies in the food and 
medicinal domains (for both humans and animals). 
Specifically, local name(s) of each reported taxon, the 
plant part(s) used, and in-depth details about their 
manipulation/preparation and food or medicinal 
use(s) were recorded. Study participants were asked 
to report current uses considered “traditional”, i.e. 
considered part of the perceived cultural heritage, as 
well as uses they could recall from their childhood, 
which may no longer be exploited. Interviews were 
conducted in the native languages of the participants 
(Albanian among Albanians and Aromanian among 
Aromanians) with the help of two bilingual simulta¬ 
neous translators. Prior informed consent from all 
participants was verbally obtained prior to conducting 
interviews and ethical guidelines prescribed by the 
International Society of Ethnobiology (ISE 2008) 


were followed. During the interviews, informants 
were always asked to show the reported plants (fresh 
or dried). As with the previous fieldwork we 
conducted in the neighboring Gollobordo area (Pie- 
roni et al. 2014b), voucher specimens and photo¬ 
graphs were taken. Taxonomic identification follows 
the official Flora of Albania (Paparisto et al. 1988; 
Qosja et al. 1992, 1996; Vangjeli et al. 2000), while 
for Crataegus spp. we referred to the Rosaceae’s 
taxonomy in Euro+Med PlantBase (Raimondo 2011). 
Local plant names were transcribed following the 
rules of standard Albanian and Romanian languages. 

Data analysis 

The collected field data were compared with the 
ethnobotanical literature of Albania (Pieroni 2008, 
2010; Pieroni et al. 2005; 2014a, b; Quave and 
Pieroni 2014; Sejdiu 1984) and surrounding coun¬ 
tries located in the southern part of the Balkans: 
Macedonia (Pieroni et al. 2013; Rexhepi et al. 
2013), Kosovo (Mustafa et al. 2012a, b), Bulgaria 
(Ivancheva and Stantcheva 2000; Kiilttir and Sami 
2009; Leporatti and Ivancheva 2003; Nedelcheva 
2013; Nedelcheva and Dogan 2009, 2011), Romania 
(Borza 1968; Butura 1979; Dragulescu 2006; Pieroni 
et al. 2012); and Greece (Pindus Mt.) (Bara 2005; 
Vokou et al. 1993). 

Results and discussion 

Wild food plant uses and uncommon cultivated 
plants/uses 

Table 1 presents the recorded data concerning wild 
foods and medicinal foods (i.e. foods perceived to 
have a beneficial effect on health), as well as those 
cultivated plants and uses which diverge from the 
mainstream uses that are known in the fields of 
economic/food botany and commodity science. In the 
same table, those taxa and uses that were mentioned by 
more than half of the study participants are indicated 
in bold type. 

Thirty-six plant taxa and 47 overall preparations 
were recorded. 

As in many other mountainous areas of Albania 
(Pieroni 2008, 2010; Pieroni et al. 2005; Pieroni et al. 
2014a, b), the most important wild vegetables in the 
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Almond (Prunus dulcis (Mill.) D.A. Bajame A Filling for wheat-flour based salty pies (peta) 

Webb) seeds 

Badger {Meles meles Linnaeus, Baldosa ALB Consumed cooked Anti-rheumatic 
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Fox grape (Vitis labrusca L.) ripe Rrush A Fruits used for seasoning lacto-fermented vegetables; branches—woven into crowns—are Beneficial for the conservation of 

fruits and branches put on the top of the barrels of the lacto-fermented vegetables lacto-fermented pickles (branches) 

Good King Henry (Chenopodium Lepjeta ALB Filling for wheat-flour and corn-flour based pies (peta ALB and pipeq ALB ) 

bonus-henricus L.) leaves Lepitka ALB 
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local cuisine were represented by Urtica, Chenopo- 
dium and Rumex spp., while the most commonly 
mentioned wild fruits were Cornus mas and Malus 
sylvestris. 

In addition to a few wild animals, consumed in the 
study areas for the most part in the past and during 
times of famine, a number of uncommon uses of wild 
and cultivated plants emerged from the interviews: 

• almonds in savory pies, in the lower part of the 
Mokra area; 

• chickpea flour—mixed with wheat flour—in bak¬ 
ing bread; 

• fox grapes as a seasoning, and grapevine branches 
as a preservative in lacto-fermented, pickled 
vegetables; 

• wild pears, for preparing both pekmez (a kind of 
concentrated juice) and, via a preliminary fermen¬ 
tation, raki (distillate); 

• potato leaves (until the recent past) as a filling for 
savory pies, which confirms our previous ethno- 
botanical findings from Albanians living on the 
Macedonian side of Mt. Korab and Macedonians 
of Gollobordo (Pieroni et al. 2013; Pieroni et al. 
2014b), as well as the tradition of lacto-fermenting 
potatoes, in both salted water and cheese brine. 

The latter uncommon folk uses of potatoes, which 
share commonalities with those we recorded among 
Slavs in surrounding mountainous areas, as well as the 
fact that in the study area Albanians name the potato 
plant with a Slavic term, could suggest that these 
customs have been acquired by neighboring Slav 
populations. 

We observed similar linguistic patterns for Malus 
sylvestris, Atriplex hortensis, and, to a minor extend, 
Rosa canina, which, in the Rraice area, are tradition¬ 
ally named by Slavic phytonims. 

These findings could re-address the open question 
of a possible Slavic influence or even origin of the 
Rraice area, as suggested in the past by a few Slavic 
historians and geographers (Tomic 1936; Trifunoski 
1992). 

Folk plant uses in human medicine 

Table 2 presents the domestic folk remedies men¬ 
tioned by the informants; as in the previous table, 
those taxa and uses that were reported by more than 
half of the study participants are indicated in bold type. 


Sixty-three plant folk taxa (59 identified, 4 unidenti¬ 
fied) and 140 preparations were recorded. 

The most commonly used teas mentioned by the 
study participants included Rosa, Tilia, Oreganum, 
Ilex and Sideritis spp., which, with exception of the 
last two genera, also represent the most common 
infusions in the mountainous regions of North and 
Northeast Albania. 

The case of Ilex aquifolium is particularly interest¬ 
ing given that the diuretic use of its leaves in teas, 
which is extremely widespread in the two areas 
investigated here, seems to be completely unknown 
in South Balkan ethnobotany, as well in Serbian and 
Bosniak folk and historical phytotherapy (Jaric et al. 
2007, 2011; Pieroni et al. 2011; Saric-Kundalic et al. 
2010a, b, 2011; Savikin et al. 2013; Zlatkovic et al. 
2014). This finding, therefore, may warrant further 
phythochemical and phytopharmacological studies 
and an eventual clinical/therapeutical assessment. 

As for external applications, the most commonly 
used remedies were fresh onions, Plantago leaves, 
Ulmus bark, fruit distillates (raki) and dried tobacco. 

Other interesting and "unusual” medicinal plant 
reports, which may deserve further investigation, 
include the following: 

• salep (tea derived from dried wild orchid tubers) 
used to treat cough and helminthiasis; 

• Petasites leaves used to treat hemorrhoids; 

• Sambucus nigra flowers used to treat wounds; 

• concentrated mulberry ( Morus alba and M. nigra) 
juice used to treat hepatitis; 

• Fomes fungus used to treat burns, wounds, and 
warts; 

• Artemisia absinthium used as a cardiotonic. 

Veterinary plant uses 

Table 3 presents the veterinary remedies mentioned 
by the informants; again, as in previous tables, those 
taxa and uses that were reported by more than half of 
the study participants are in bold type. Twenty plant 
taxa and 34 remedies represent the surviving ethno- 
veterinary heritage. 

While most of the remedies have a sporadic use, 
and were used mainly in the past, the widespread 
veterinary use of dried Helleborus roots and stems and 
its application (inserted in the animal’s ear) confirm 
what is widely known also in the South-European 


<£) Springer 



Remedy/medicinal plant taxon Recorded folk name(s) of the Preparation Administration Reported local use(s) or ALB RRA 

plant/animal/ingredient treated disease(s) 
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Remedy/medicinal plant taxon Recorded folk name(s) of the Preparation Administration Reported local use(s) or ALB RRA 

plant/animal/ingredient treated disease(s) 


Genet Resour Crop Evol 
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Remedy/medicinal plant taxon Recorded folk name(s) of the Preparation Administration Reported local use(s) or ALB RRA 

plant/animal/ingredient treated disease(s) 
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Remedy/medicinal plant taxon Recorded folk name(s) of the Preparation Administration Reported local use(s) or ALB RRA 

plant/animal/ingredient treated disease(s) 
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Onion (Allium cepa L.) bulb Qepe A Cut in half and macerated in Macerate externally applied Eye/vision problems 

cold water for 1 month (every day) 

on the eye 

Fresh, crushed and mixed with Externally applied Bruises 
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Remedy/medicinal plant taxon Recorded folk name(s) of the Preparation Administration Reported local use(s) or ALB RRA 

plant/animal/ingredient treated disease(s) 


Genet Resour Crop Evol 
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Remedy/medicinal plant taxon Recorded folk name(s) of the Preparation Administration Reported local use(s) or ALB RRA 

plant/animal/ingredient treated disease(s) 
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Remedy/medicinal plant taxon Recorded folk name(s) of the Preparation Administration Reported local usefs) or ALB RRA 

plant/animal/ingredient treated disease(s) 
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(Guarrera 2006) and Eastern European (Papp et al. 
2014; Pentek and Szabo 1985) folklore. 

A substantial number of taxa reported in this 
section, however, represent ritual plant uses made on 
14th March (Dita e Veres), the lunar Spring Day 
celebrated by Albanians. 

Albanian versus Aromanian ethnobotany 

Although a thorough comparison between the 
recorded Albanian and Aromanian ethnobotanical 
data is not feasible, given the tiny sample of Aroma¬ 
nian informants, i.e. the uneven number of informants 
within the two communities, a general trend can be 
observed. 

Approximately half of the plant reports recorded 
among the Aromanian participants were not recorded 
among the Albanian informants, while thus indicating 
a possible notable divergence of the two plant 
traditions. 

This finding may be easily explained by the 
isolation of the Aromanian village of Lunca and 
also the fact that the Albanian and Aromanian 
communities—both of which presumably represent 
the most ancient inhabitants of the South Balkans— 
have been separated for at least four or five 
centuries by their religious faiths (Albanians are 
Muslim while Aromanians are Orthodox Chris¬ 
tians). Specifically, intermarriage between members 
of the two communities has not been permitted, 
even during the recent atheistic Communist period 
of the twentieth century, due to their different 
religious affiliations. 

This observation may confirm the results of prior 
field studies, namely the remarkable role played by 
religious affiliation in the Balkans not only for the 
construction of ethnic identities but also for the 
transmission of the knowledge, beliefs, and practices 
related to the natural world and, in particular, to plants 
(Pieroni et al. 2011). 

Aromanian folk plant names in Lunca 

Table 4 shows the comparison between the folk names 
of the plants recorded in Lunca (and used for food or 
medicine) and the folk names of the same taxa in 
Romania (Borza 1968). 

A comparison with the folk plant names recorded 
among the Aromanians of the Pindus Mt. in Greece 
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(Bara 2005; Dahmen and Kramer 1985) could not be 
instead evaluated, given the restricted and different set 
of plants considered in these studies. 

The analysis shows that approx, one third of the 
recorded folk names related to plants, which were 
quoted plants by the Aromanians of Lunca, correspond 
to plant names of the Romanian folklore. 

This finding confirms the linguistic patterns of the 
Aromanian, which does belong to the group of the 
Romanian languages, as well as its original trajectory 
in the folk plant nomenclature in the study area that 
seems to have been also remarkably influenced by the 
Albanian language. 


Ethnobotany and conservation of plant genetic 
resources in Eastern Albania 

The data presented in this study shows that in 
Eastern Albania there is still a rich bio-cultural 
heritage related to plants, at least among the elderly 
population. 

This heritage, however, is under threat. Younger 
community members tend to migrate to Tirana or 
Western countries for work or to be more and more 
detached from traditional agro-pastoral activities, 
thus interrupting the oral transmission of TEK, and 
subsequently the complex interplay between use and 
management of the plant world, which in turn may 
affect plant biodiversity as well. 

The conservation of biodiversity in the two study 
areas can be implemented than only considering also a 
“dynamic” conservation of TEK. 

Moreover, in one of the most economically disad¬ 
vantaged areas of Albania, and thus Europe, this 
complex bio-cultural diversity is crucial for develop¬ 
ing a potential sustainable future in the region. In fact, 
rural areas in Albania—in part because of its political 
and economic developments of the last few decades— 
have been largely unaffected by industrialization and 
still offer pristine environments, which in the near 
future could attract eco-tourism and attached 
activities. 

In order to implement projects in this direction, 
however, we believe that ethnobotanical baseline data 
is fundamental for proposing specific traditional crops, 
wild plants, and products, whose harvesting and 
gathering could sustain local economies, as they have 
done for centuries. 
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Table 4 Comparison between the Aromanian and Romanian folk plant names 


Botanical taxon 

Folk name(s) recorded among the Aromanians 
(Rramani) in Lunca (Albania) 

Folk name(s) reported among the 
Romanians in Romania 

Abies and Pinus spp. 

Brad 

Brad 

Aesculus hippocastanum L. 

Castagna agra 

Castan salbatic, Castan porcesc 

Amarathus retoflexus L. 

§tir 

Stir 

Asplenium trichomanes L. 

Therka agra 

Stra§nic 

Capsicum annuum L. 

Biber 

Ardei 

Carlina acanthofolia All. 

Turta 

Turta 

Chenopodium album L. 

Lobtu 

Loboda 

Cicer arietinum L. 

Zezera 

Naul 

Cornus mas L. 

Cor 

Corn 

Corylus avellana L. 

Alun 

Alun 

Crataegus monogyna L. 

Murris 

Paducel, Maracine 

Helianthus tuberosus L. 

Mere di tere 

Mere de pamint 

Helleborus odorus Waldst. et Kit. ex Willd. 

Kukurak 

Spinz 

Hypericum perforatum L. 

Erbe di taiura 

Sunatoare 

Hex aquifolium L. 

Pernare 

Laur 

Juniperus oxycedrus L. and J. communis L. 

Genep 

Ienupar 

Laiirus nobilis L. 

Dafin 

Dafin 

Malus sylvestris Miller 

Gormni 

Mar padurej 

Orchis spp. 

Seca 

Poroinic 

Origanum vulgare L. 

Rigoni 

Sovirv 

Petasites hybridus G. Gaertn., 

B. Mey. et Scherb. 

Panacucu 

Brustur 

Phaseulus vulgare L. 

Fasole 

Fasole 

Plantago major L. 

§iri§iri 

Patlagina 

Prunus cerasifera Ehrh. 

Pruna agra 

Corcodu§ 

Primus domestica L. 

Pruna 

Prun 

Primus spinosa L. 

Zapri 

Parumbar 

Rosa canina L. 

Curbiz 

Mace§, Rug 

Rumex patientia L. 

§tei 

§tevie 

Satureja montana L. 

Rigoni alba 

Cimbru 

Sempervivum sp. 

Ierba da orechie 

Irechelnita 

Taraxacum officinale Weber 

larva di lepru 

Papadie 

Tilia cordata Mill. 

Ciai blini 

Tei 

Trifolium spp. 

Terfile 

Trifoi 

Urtica dioica L. 

Ruzica, Ruzaci 

Urzica 

In bold: similar folk names 


Conclusions 

The traditional knowledge recorded in the Rrajce and 
Mokra areas of Eastern Albanian is demonstrative of a 
remarkable cultural heritage related to plants and other 


wild foods and domestic remedies as well. The 
ethnobotanical data recorded in this study provides 
an important basis for both further phytotherapeutical 
or nutritional research and possible rural development 
programs. 
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Among the findings, the uncommon food uses of 
potato leaves and lacto-fermented potato tubers, the 
concentrated juice of wild pears, I. aquifolium tea as a 
diuretic remedy, dried wild orchid tuber tea to treat 
cough and helminthiasis, and elderberry flowers to 
treat wounds, deserve further investigation. 

Approximately half of the plant uses reported by 
Aromanians were not recorded among Albanians, thus 
suggesting divergent ethnobotanical pathways, per¬ 
haps due to the different religious faiths of the two 
communities, which have prevented intermarriage for 
centuries. 

Further studies in South-Eastern Europe and par¬ 
ticularly in Albania should try to address the dynamics 
of spatial and, possibly, temporal changes of folk plant 
knowledge, as well as investigate in more detail the 
overlap and exchange of plant knowledge among 
diverse ethnic communities living in the same 
environment. 
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